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Claims that generation 2.0 are disappointed 
with, dissatisfied with and disengaged from 
current teaching practices are not uncommon 
in the popular press and amongst some 
commentators who call for major changes in 
schooling with greater integration of e-
Learning.  
 
Using activity theory and examination of some 
popular assumptions about the relationship 
between e-Learning and generation 2.0 this 
paper shows that education is not a neutral 
activity but is heavily influenced by socio-
cultural heritage and by political interests. It 
is proposed that activity theory provides a way 
of unpacking this complex issue so that crude 
simplifications can be made explicit and more 
sophisticated decisions about the use of e-
Learning can be made with due consideration 
to the needs of the major stakeholders 
including government, parents, industry, 










Using Activity Theory (AT), the focus of this 
paper is a holistic approach to an evaluation of 
the relationship between generation 2.0 (Gen 2.0) 
and e-Learning whilst addressing some of the 
common assumptions that are made about Gen 
2.0, their relationship with technology and 
proposed preferences for e-Learning. 
 
The analysis is limited to government regulated 
educational institutions. Whilst this might largely 
relate to institutional based learning, it does not 
exclude the possibility of either distance or 
blended learning approaches. 
 
2) ACTIVITY THEORY 
 
Based on the work of the Russian psychologist 
Vygotsky, and his colleagues Luria and Leont’ev 
AT is based on a socio-cultural perspective. 
There are three generations in the development 
of AT. It is second generation AT that is central 
to the analysis conducted in this paper. 
 
First generation AT is based on individual 
learning. The subject (learner) achieves the 
object (learning), mediated in an environment 
that incorporates a range of explicit and implicit 
tools. Outcome differs from the object of 
learning in that it asks - what is the purpose of 
the learning? Here, this question goes to the heart 
of discussions about the purpose of education.  
 
Second generation AT assumes that learning is a 
community endeavor and adds the criteria of 
rules, community and division of labour to first 
generation AT. Rules include those policies, 
regulations, and conventions that must be 
adopted within the activity system. More implicit 
rules include the conventions that reflect – ‘this 
is the way things are done around here’.  
Community represents key actors or stakeholders 
within the environment in which the activity 
takes place.  Division of labour reflects the way 
in which responsibility is divided, and who is 
responsible for what.  
 











There is also a third-generation AT which 
represents learning in a networked environment. 
Third-generation AT proposes that when key 
stakeholders are prepared to discuss, debate and 
reflect upon the tensions and contradictions 
between systems then learning beyond that which 
would otherwise be possible can be achieved.  
 
3) ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT GEN 2.0 AND E-
LEARNING 
 
To ensure that this paper retains a focus on Gen 
2.0 and e-Learning I will address a number of 
assumptions that underpin calls for the extensive 
use of e-Learning to meet the needs and 
expectations of Gen 2.0. These include: 
 
1. Generational change is new and education is 
in crisis. 
2. Technology is crucial to everything we learn. 
3. Gen 2.0 demand the use of more technology. 
4. Gen 2.0 learn differently. 
5. Gen 2.0 have the technical skills to use 
technology for learning. 
6. Gen 2.0 have the metacognitive skills 
required to support e-Learning. 
 
What I hope to do in examining the assumptions 
shown is not to give them unqualified support or 
to declare them as misrepresentations but to 
suggest that as individuals and organizations we 
should be careful to evaluate the veracity of such 
claims and the reasons that we adopt or reject 
them. 
 
A recent critical review of evidence to support 
claims about generation Y dispute claims that 
students are disappointed, dissatisfied and 
disengaged from existing education systems and 
approaches, or that they have ‘distinctly different 
learning style that like of which has never been 
seen before’ (Bennett, Maton, & Kervin, 2008, 
p.783). They describe these claims and calls for 
major change in education as ‘moral panic’ and 
suggest that calls for major change in education 
have been subjected to little scrutiny, and 
undertheorised, and lack a sound empirical basis 
(Bennett et al., 2008). 
 
Using the categories of second generation AT as 
an organising framework this paper now 
conducts a more detailed analysis of the 
relationship between Gen 2.0 and e-Learning 
whilst examining some of the assumptions that 
underpin calls for major change in education. 
 
4) OBJECT AND OUTCOME 
 
Given the topic of this paper, the object of the 
activity system in question is the integration and 
increased use of e-Learning technology into 
education. However, the desired outcome is more 
problematic and goes to a central question about 
the purpose of education. This purpose will be 
associated with cognitive and skill development, 
social and cultural development. The balance of 
these is likely to be specific, varying from 
context to context depending on the cultural and 
historical inheritance and the stage of economic 
development.  
 
Therefore, the desired outcome can only be 
determined through a process of negotiation 





By definition, each generational group is united 
by a common set of formative experiences. In the 
case of generation Y (Gen Y), this common 
experience revolves around the emergence of the 
computer chip and Internet.  It is generally 
considered that Gen Y were born between 1982 
and 2000, and are currently between 8 and 20 
years of age. This means that Gen Y are currently 
represented in primary, secondary and tertiary 
sectors of education. But who is Gen 2.0? 
 
The notion of Gen 2.0 has emerged recently and 
is mostly used without definition. A 2005 blog 
entry proposes that Gen 2.0 is more appropriate 
than a label such as Gen Y as it is related to the 
emergence of web 2.0 and business 2.0 
(http://www.marcomblog.com accessed 16 
October 2008). A recent publication, looks at 
ways in which web 2.0 technologies can be used 
for the social and political mobilization of Gen 
2.0 (Rigby, 2008). 
 
In this paper I make the assumption that 
generation Y is at least a major part of Gen 2.0. It 
is this group that I will focus on and equate to 
Gen 2.0. It is here that some of the assumption 
about the nature of Gen 2.0 and their relationship 
with technology are explored. 
 
5.1) Generational Change is New and 
Education is in Crisis? 
 
One argument commonly used by those who are 
particularly passionate about the characteristics 
of Gen 2.0 and the need for wholesale changes to 
education is the proposal that contemporary 
generational change is a unique event and that 
education is in crisis. 
 
Such a claim simply ignores the past. For 
example, in 1922, the American inventor Thomas 
Edison foreshadowed the replacement of 
textbooks with ‘the motion picture’ (Mayer, 
2005, p.8). In 1968, the British psychologist B.F. 
Skinner went further than Edison in predicting 
that ‘teaching machines would ‘supplant largely, 
if not entirely the use of teacher’ (Willis, 2003, 
p.16). In 1984, Seymour Papert predicted that 
computers would result in the demise of schools 
in saying (Buckingham, 2007).  
 
It may be true that the speed and quantum of 
generational difference is greater now than in the 
past. However it is also reasonable to suggest 
that as the quantum and speed of generational 
change has increased so has the ability of each 
generation to accept and manage change. 
Therefore, the experience is not the same from 
one generation to the next. 
 
Certainly, in Australia it would be incorrect to 
suggest that schooling in 2008 is the same as 
schooling before computers. However, to use a 
quote by the American writer Mark Twain after 
reading his own obituary in 1897, The report of 
my death was an exaggeration. 
 
5.2) Technology is Crucial to Everything? 
 
Another argument often used to support e-
Learning is that technology is crucial to 
everything that students learn.  
 
In response, I would suggest that historically, 
technology has always been central to schooling 
and what students learn whether this involves the 
technologies of chalk and board, nib and ink, pen 
and paper, or computer. Technologies of the time 
are embedded into the activity system in which 
we find ourselves. They are available to us, and 
influence the normative behaviours of the time. 
Education should always explore the appropriate 
application of technology in teaching and 
learning. However, in AT terms, the objective 
and desired outcomes must be central to 
pedagogic decisions about what constitutes 
appropriate use of technology. 
 
For example, in Australia, the Alice Springs 
School of the Air officially started in 1951 to 
support distance education of children in remote 
locations. This approach used two-way radio 
together with print materials and eventually some 
face-to-face meetings. In 1993 email 
communication was introduced and in 2002 a 
software platform to support teaching and 
learning. 
 
In the vocational education and training sector in 
Australia we saw the introduction of  computer 
managed assessment in 1983, the use of laptop 
computers and modems to support online 
communication in 1989, the introduction of a 
major learning management system in 1995 and 
the emergence of institutional web sites at about 
the same time. From 2000, the design of libraries 
and the use of computers in this environment had 
transformed how students used this space. 
 
5.3) Gen 2.0 Demand the Use of Technology? 
 
Mark Prensky (2001) who coined the term 
‘digital natives’ has more recently asserted that 
‘students are clamouring to these technologies to 
be used as part of their education’ (Prensky, 
2007, p.41). But how correct is the assertion and 
which technologies are we talking about? 
 
A survey of 4373 college students of whom 95% 
had been born in 1989 or after, across 13 
institutions and 5 states in the USA concluded 
that  
 
We expected to find that NET Generation 
students would demand greater use of technology 
in teaching and learning … What we found was a 
moderate preference for technology. (Kvavik, 
2005, p.7.17) 
 
A more recent survey of 850 undergraduates in 
three introductory level core courses in the 
Faculty of Business and Law at CQU found that 
73.3% of respondents prefer to have a choice 
between web-based and print materials and that 
only 36.8% of respondents preferred a course 
that has only online/web materials (Becker, 
Kehoe, & Tennant, 2007).  
 
A survey of more than 2000 incoming first year 
Australian university students in 2006 finds that 
there is a high level of support for the use of 
computers for general study, creating documents 
and multimedia presentations. The use of the web 
to access a web portal with links to learning 
resources, search for information, engage in 
instant messaging/chat and to download MP3 
files such as podcasts (Kennedy, Judd, 
Churchward, Gray, & Krause, 2008). In addition 
to the use of the web for learning, more than 80% 
of respondents support the use of the web for 
administrative services such as enrolment, fee 
paying etc. There is also high level of support for 
the use of mobile phones for sending and 
receiving texts and SMS messages (Kennedy et 
al., 2008). 
 
There is not a majority level of support for the 
use of computers to create web pages or the use 
of PDAs, the use of the web to build and 
maintain a website, social networking, web 
conferencing, reading RSS feeds and keeping a 
personal blog or vlog. Less than one-half of 
respondents support the use of mobile phones to 
access to web-based information and services, or 
to send and receive emails (Kennedy et al., 
2008). 
 
The researchers conclude that ‘Whilst some 
students have embraced the technologies and 
tools of the ‘Net Generation’, this is by no means 
the universal student experience’ (Kennedy et al., 
2008). However, the findings of this study are a 
cause for optimism amongst the supporters of 
using technology. No more than 25% of 
respondents disagreed with the use of any 
specific technology to assist with studies. And, in 
all cases, more respondents indicated that they 
are unsure about the use of a technology than 
those who indicate a resistance to use. 
 
In a general sense it would seem that students are 
looking for a moderate integration of technology 
into their learning. And, it would appear that, 
given the choice and opportunity they see face-
to-face experiences as important. These 
preferences may be best met through the use of 
blended learning (see for example, Bersin, 2004; 
Garrison & Vaughan, 2008). 
 
6) TOOLS AND ARTEFACTS 
 
In AT, the category of tools includes physical 
artefacts, the skills that subjects bring to the 
activity, and the symbols and myths that are 
operationalised within the activity. 
 
Here I focus on the tools that students bring to 
the activity system and discuss these by 
addressing three assumptions that are used to 
underpin the promotion of e-Learning.  
 
6.1) Gen 2.0 Learn Differently? 
 
Advocates of the use of e-Learning technology 
such as Prensky (2001, p.2) assert that ‘today’s 
students think and process information 
fundamentally differently from their 
predecessors’. Such claims lack any strong 
empirical base and have been largely founded on 
a thin body of evidence (Bennett et al., 2008). 
 
The observations that Gen 2.0 are primarily 
visual and kinaesthetic learners, prefer 
immediacy and multitasking, collaboration and 
experiential learning about ‘things that matter’ 
(Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005, pp.2.5-2.7) are 
representative of reports about Gen Y. One 
wonders if previous generations who have been 
subjected to the experience of learning in a mass 
education system characterized by a teacher 
centered approach would also have preferred 
teaching approaches with these characteristics. 
 
What evidence does exist seems to contradict 
universal claims about the nature of Gen 2.0 as a 
justification for wholesale changes in educational 
systems. 
 
Using the Felder and Soloman learning style 
inventory and interviews, Doumani (2008) 
compared the learning styles of baby boomers 
(n=59), generation X (n=200) and generation Y 
(n=176) employees in the banking environment. 
Doumani (2008) found that there were no large 
differences in learning styles preferences across 
the generations. The similarities outweighed the 
differences and that the differences are too minor 
to be of any practical benefit in the design of 
training. 
 
Even if generation Y do have preferred learning 
styles that are different to previous generation it 
is not necessarily the case that they will prefer 
different delivery approaches from the past. For 
example, using a visual, aural, read/write, 
kinaesthetic and multimodal (VARK) learning 
style inventory, Becker, Kehoe and Tennent 
(2007) found that the learning styles do not 
appear to influence students overall preference 
for flexible delivery methods and assessment 
approaches. 
 
6.2) Gen 2.0 Know How to Use Technology? 
 
A further assumption that underpins calls for 
major changes in education is that Gen 2.0 
possesses the technical skills to use the 
technology. The research shows that such a 
generalization is not entirely unproblematic. 
 
As Bennett et al (2008, pp.778-779) state 
 
… though limited in scope and focus, the 
research evidence to date indicates that a 
proportion of young people are highly adept with 
technology … However, there also appears to be 
a significant proportion of young people who do 
not have the levels of access or technology skills 
predicted by proponents of the digital native 
idea. 
 
This conclusion reinforces the findings of Kvavik 
(2005). That is, the majority of respondents 
possess a core set of basic technology skills but 
there is a lack of homogeneity with a diverse 
range of skills across the population. And, even 
where core technology skills exist they do not 
necessarily translate into sophisticated skills with 
other technologies or general information 
literacy.  
 
In relation to primary and secondary school 
students, similar conclusions have been drawn 
from a national assessment of the ICT literacy of 
7400 students across Australia in October 2005 
(MCEETYA, 2007). Using predefined 
benchmarks of performance against the 
characteristics of ICT literacy for Year 6 and 
Year 10 students, the study concluded that 
approximately one-half of Year 6 (53.4%) 
students and Year 10 (48.8%) students were 
below the set benchmark.  Such findings alert us 
to a possible ‘digital divide’ that can appear in a 
population if technology is introduced in an 
uncontrolled way.  
 
Importantly, this national project also concluded 
that even within a relatively wealthy country like 
Australia, ICT literacy proficiency is lower 
among students from low socioeconomic status, 
Indigenous backgrounds and remote locations 
(MCEETYA, 2007). 
 
6.3) Gen 2.0 Have the Metacognitive Skills to 
Use Technology for Learning? 
 
There are least two perspectives that underpin 
this assumption. Firstly, the adaption of the use 
of technology from social or private purposes to 
formal learning. Secondly, whether Gen 2.0 are 
likely to have the general metacognitive 
repertoire required to support learning? 
 
In the first case, the transfer from social or 
entertainment technology to a learning 
technology is neither automatic nor guaranteed. 
We cannot assume that members of Gen 2.0 
know how to employ technology based tools 
strategically to optimise learning (Kennedy et al., 
2008). The MCEETYA (2007, p.xiv)  report 
cited above warns that ‘One should not assume 
that students are uniformly becoming adept 
because they use ICT so widely in their daily 
lives’. 
 
In the second case, a survey of the literature on 
readiness for e-Learning suggests that, to be 
successful, students require learner self-efficacy, 
self-management and self-directedness, comfort 
with and motivation towards online learning, and 
the required technical skills (For an overview 
see, Robertson, 2007). These characteristics 
become problematic as research into 17-24 year 
olds suggests that this group prefer surface-
learning, directive but supportive learning, and 
relational rather than abstract thinking (Choy & 
Delahaye, 2005). In respect to Year 6 and Year 
10 students the MCEETYA report on ICT 
literacy concludes that 
 
The results of the assessment survey suggest that 
students use ICT in a relatively limited way and 
this is reflected in the overall level of ICT 
literacy. Communication with peers and using 
the internet to look up information are frequent 
applications but there is much less frequent use 
of applications that involve creating, analyzing 
or transforming information. (MCEETYA, 2007) 
 
Whilst further research is required and these 
findings are not conclusive, they do not provide a 
high level of confidence for the success of e-
Learning if adequate support is not provided. 
 
7) RULES, COMMUNITY AND DIVISION 
OF LABOUR  
 
Whilst dealt with more briefly and selectively 
than the preceding categories of subject, object 
and tools, the categories of rules, community and 
division of labour are also considered to provide 
a sense of how second generation AT can be 
used to provide a holistic approach to an 




Given that this paper focuses on government 
sponsored education is reasonable to assume that 
government is a key stakeholder in all sectors of 
education. In addition, parents, teachers and 
students are major stakeholders in primary and 
secondary education. Industry is also likely to 
have an interest where secondary education leans 
towards training for work. Industry, teachers and 
students are primary stakeholders in post-
compulsory technical and vocational education, 
and university education.  
 
Across all sectors, commercial interests 
associated with the development, installation and 
maintenance of e-Learning technology are also 
likely to consider that they have a legitimate 
investment in education system generally. As this 
quotation from 1963 demonstrates such interests 
are not new. 
 
Educational television and teaching machines, 
with the backing of commercial interests and 
foundation grants, have aroused a renewed 





Education, particularly that which is government 
regulated is subject to a range of explicit and 
implicit rules and regulations. Rules might be 
associated with legal, financial, moral, ethical, 
social or cultural considerations. In a complete 
analysis the rules associated with all 
stakeholders, and, between all stakeholders need 
be considered.  
 
Some rules are formalized into government acts, 
laws and regulations. Others are less formalized. 
In a general sense, formalized rules often relate 
to who can provide educational services, what 
resources are provided and what outcomes are 
required. This may be represented in agreements 
and also in curriculum documents. 
 
More obvious rules relate to attempts to 
minimise potential risks to the safety of students 
who may be exposed to illegal or inappropriate 
content, bullying or other inappropriate 
behaviours as well as minimizing potential risks 
to educational organizations such as disputes 
over the ownership of copyright materials. 
 
There are also rules that are more implicit. For 
example, learners may develop unspoken 
conventions about who has access to what 
technologies and how those technologies are 
used. 
 
7.3) Division of Labour 
 
Division of labour addresses the questions of 
who does what and what are the relationships? 
For example in many educational institutions, 
governments set broad policy for education, 
providers interpret those directions and develop 
management plans within the available resources 
and required outcomes.  In large educational 
institutions there is often an information 
technology department that installs and maintains 
infrastructure. Teachers have traditionally been 
responsible for implementation of the curriculum 




This examination has been conducted with the 
aim of providing a constructive contribution to 
the discussion about Gen 2.0 and e-Learning. If 
the evangelists for e-Learning have done no more 
than make us think about the issue of teaching 
and learning in contemporary times then they 
have made a positive contribution. Whilst I have 
been critical of a number of assumptions that 
underpin many of the simplistic and unproven 
arguments for the promotion of e-Learning I 
have done this with the aim of opening rather 
than closing the discussion. Education is not a 
neutral activity, it is heavily influenced by socio-
cultural heritage and by political interests. I am 
proposing that AT provides a way of unpacking a 
complex issue so that crude simplifications that 
meet the purposes of specific interests can be 
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